Stem cell crunch time  by Williams, Nigel
Magazine
R561News focus
President Bush’s veto of federal funds for embryonic stem cell research 
is likely to highlight the topic at the mid-term elections and is raising 
interest and concerns elsewhere. Nigel Williams reports.
Stem cell crunch timeGeorge Bush overruled senior 
Republicans last month, 
along with the vast majority of 
Americans, when he used the 
presidential veto for the first 
time to defeat a bill on stem cell 
research. The bill would have 
expanded US government funding 
to include embryos that did not 
exist before August 2001, when 
Bush announced a moratorium. 
Researchers believe newer 
stem cell lines are essential to 
realize the promise of a cure for 
Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, diabetes 
and some cancers.
But the president used his 
veto — having assented to 1,116 
other laws passed by Congress 
during his time in office — in 
a high-stakes strategy that is 
likely to appeal to religious 
conservatives but risks splitting 
his party in advance of the 
November mid-term elections.The Senate passed the bill by 63 
votes to 37 after two days of often 
emotional debate, during which 
Republicans and Democrats alike 
related personal stories of family 
illness that might have been 
avoided had stem cell research 
been sufficiently advanced.
Bill First, the majority leader, 
backs the bill and Arlen Specter, 
another senior Republican, said 
history would liken Mr Bush to 
those who imprisoned Galileo and 
scoffed at the idea of electricity, 
and who look “absolutely 
ridiculous” today.
“A century from now, people 
will look back in wonderment at 
how there could be any doubt 
about using stem cells to save 
human lives and suffering,” 
Specter said. He warned that 
Bush might also get a call from 
Nancy Reagan, a campaigner for 
the legislation before and after her husband’s death in 2004 from 
Alzheimer’s- related complications.
The leading Senate opponent 
of the bill, Sam Brownback, said it 
would “allow the stronger to take 
advantage of the weaker”. It was 
“immoral to destroy the youngest 
of human lives for research 
purposes,” he said, pointing out 
that Americans can be sentenced 
to two years in prison for 
destroying certain rare bird eggs, 
whereas “taxpayer dollars are 
used to destroy a human at the 
same phase of life.”
A White House statement 
argued that the bill “would compel 
all American taxpayers to pay 
for research that relies on the 
intentional destruction of human 
embryos for the derivation of stem 
cells”.
Some Christian groups have 
been instrumental in setting 
up schemes in which adoptive 
mothers carry embryos unused 
by fertility clinics to full term, and 
Brownback brought three such 
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his argument. One had made a 
drawing of an embryo asking: “Are 
you going to kill me?”
Supporters of stem cell 
research had been encouraged 
by hints that Bush might be 
swayed by science and by polls 
showing that 75 per cent of 
Americans support their position. 
But Sean Tipton, president of 
the Washington-based Coalition 
for the Advancement of Medical 
Research, said it was now clear 
that Bush’s 2001 moratorium had 
not been a compromise, but a “gift 
to the right-to-life community”.
The pre-2001 cell lines are 
considered to have too many 
contaminations and abnormalities 
to be ideal for exploiting the 
potential of stem cells, which are 
capable of growing into any type 
of human tissue.
Two other bills were expected to 
pass easily: one encouraging stem 
cells obtained from other sources; 
and one making “embryo farming” 
illegal. “Then the president can 
say ‘I’m for stem cell research, 
just not that kind” Tipton said. A 
two-thirds majority is needed in 
both the House and the Senate 
in order to override the veto. The 
Senate vote missed that mark 
by four votes, and the House of Representatives, was expected to 
miss it too.
Five states aren’t waiting for a 
break in the federal stalemate but 
are funding embryonic stem cell 
research themselves: California 
voters approved a $3 billion 
initiative now being fought in 
court; Connecticut has a 10-year, 
$100 million initiative; Illinois spent 
$10 million last year; Maryland has 
approved a $15 million budget; 
and New Jersey has spent $25 
million in two years.
And as Bush digs in against 
embryonic stem cell research, 
the Catholic church also appears 
to be hardening attitudes. Last 
month, Cardinal Alfonso Lopez 
Trujillo, head of the Vatican unit 
responsible for family policy, 
stated that those involved in 
embryonic stem cell research 
should be excommunicated. 
This is not yet official Catholic 
policy, but the cardinal is close 
to the Pope and it could be the 
case that, before long, those 
who work with stem cells will 
join the list that includes women 
who have had abortions, doctors 
who have performed abortions, 
would-be killers of the Pope, 
unauthorized consecrators of 
bishops, and all those who are 
automatically denied communion and other services of the Catholic 
Church. In the words of Lopez 
Trujillo, “Destroying an embryo is 
equivalent to abortion”.
In the wake of the US 
president’s decision, fears were 
raised in Europe that a small 
minority of countries could try 
to block EU funds for stem cell 
research through the Union’s 
major Framework 7 program of 
research, whose budget and 
scope needs finally to be agreed 
if there are to be no delays in 
implementing research. Britain’s 
Royal Society warned of reports 
that a blocking minority of 
countries at the meeting last 
month of the Council might seek 
to reject the recommendation of 
the European Parliament to keep 
in place existing regulations that 
allow funding from the Framework 
Programme to support research 
on stem cells derived from human 
embryos left over from fertility 
treatments, in those member 
states where such research is 
permitted.
Martin Rees, president of the 
Royal Society, said that the US 
had “decided to stay in the slow 
lane of research, hindering the 
global race to develop therapies 
that could benefit millions of 
people. It now appears that 
some countries wish to force the 
European Union as well into the 
slow lane alongside the United 
States.”
While some opinions may be 
hardening, many believe research 
is raising new questions. Michael 
Ruse, professor of philosophy at 
Florida State University points out 
that if developmental biology is 
teaching us anything, it is that the 
exact point at which an individual 
life begins is very fuzzy and 
inexact. “The unfertilised ovum has 
a life of a kind, as do those millions 
of sperm,” he wrote last month 
in the Times Higher Education 
Supplement. “Is the fertilised egg 
not yet embedded and possibly to 
be flushed away, a living being? 
And what of the fact that in 
humans even after three divisions, 
when one has eight cells, each is 
potentially able to go it alone and 
develop into a fully functioning 
organism. Up to this point does it 
have one being, two beings, four 
beings or eight beings?”
